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Siphonichnus Stanistreet, le Blanc Smith & Cadle, 1980 (trace fossil): 
proposed conservation by granting precedence over the senior 
subjective synonym Opthalmichnium Pfeiffer, 1968 
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Abstract. The purpose of this application, under Article 23.9.3 of the Code, is to 
conserve the widely used name Siphonichnus Stanistreet, le Blanc Smith & Cadle, 
1980 in its accustomed usage for an ichnogenus by giving it precedence over its senior 
subjective synonym, Opthalmichnium Pfeiffer, 1968, which has been used very rarely 
since it was first proposed. Planolites ophthalmoides Jessen, 1950, the type ichnospe- 
cies of Opthalmichnium, is a senior subjective synonym of Siphonichnus eccaensis 
Stanistreet, le Blanc Smith & Cadle, 1980, the type ichnospecies of Siphonichnus 
which has important applied uses in coal-bed geology and hydrocarbon exploration 
and production. 


Keywords. Nomenclature; ichnotaxonomy; Siphonichnus; Opthalmichnium; 
Planolites; Siphonichnus eccaensis; Planolites ophthalmoides; trace fossils 


1. The ichnogenus Siphonichnus was introduced by Stanistreet et al. (1980) from 
Lower Permian delta deposits of South Africa to describe cylindrical burrows 
consisting of a thick laminated wall around a homogeneous tubular core, with 
Siphonichnus eccaensis as its type ichnospecies (p. 343, fig. 14) by original designation. 
Until 2012, only the type ichnospecies of Siphonichnus had been described from 
Upper Devonian (Angulo & Buatois, 2012) to Holocene (Gingras et al., 2008) 
deposits of many places around the world. In their recent review, Zonneveld & 
Gingras (2013) redefined Siphonichnus and included three further ichnospecies. 

2. Trace fossils resembling Siphonichnus were described from Germany long before 
this ichnogenus was named (Riicklin, 1934, pp. 89-96, figs. 3-5; Gothan, 1932). 
Jessen (1950, pp. 34-35, figs. 1, 3) described burrows from the Upper Carboniferous 
of West Germany and described the ichnospecies Planolites ophthalmoides for them, 
based on the eye-like appearance of the burrows in cross-section. A specimen with the 
catalogue number Kar. 1 in the collection of the Geologischer Dienst (Geological 
Survey) Nordrhein-Westfalen in Krefeld was designated by Jessen (1950, pp. 34-35, 
figs. 1, 2) as the holotype of Planolites ophthalmoides. During the publication of his 
work, Jessen (1950) became aware of work done by Desio (1940) and mentioned in 
a footnote (p. 34) that Planolites ophthalmoides could potentially be synonymous 
with Sabellarifex parvus Desio, 1940 (pp. 74-75, pl. IX, fig. 1), which would have 
implications for the type ichnospecies of the ichnogenus Siphonichnus (see below 
under point 5, 2b), although Schlirf & Uchman (2005) included Sabellarifex parvus in 
the ichnogenus Skolithos. Miller (1955, p. 657, figs. 1, 2) proposed the ichnospecies 
Planolites? vermiculare from the Upper Permian (Zechstein) of central Germany, but 
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its internal composition as well as the vertically orientated burrow parts in both 
suggest this ichnospecies and P. ophthalmoides are incompatible with the diagnosis of 
Planolites Nicholson, 1873 (Pemberton & Frey, 1982). Addressing this incompati- 
bility, Pfeiffer (1968, p. 691) proposed the ichnogenus Opthalmichnium based on the 
type ichnospecies Planolites ophthalmoides. Opthalmichnium did not find wide usage 
subsequently, being used as valid only by Suhr (1989), probably because Hiantzschel 
(1975, p. W97) regarded Opthalmichnium (misspelled as Opthalmidium) as a super- 
fluous name. Lehotsky (2010), in an online publication (an unpublished museum 
catalogue) referred to Opthalmichnium zonatum Pek, 1986, which is now identified 
as Chondrites isp. Franke et al. (1988), in another publication mentioned 
Opthalmichnium. 

3. Because herein, the morphology of Planolites ophthalmoides is essentially 
considered identical with that of Siphonichnus eccaensis (the type ichnospecies of 
Siphonichnus), the two nominal species are subjective synonyms, with the former 
having priority. In accordance with Article 23.1 of the Code, the ichnospecies name 
ophthalmoides Jessen, 1950 (published in the binomen Planolites ophthalmoides, later 
in the ichnogenus Opthalmichnium) must be regarded as the oldest available name 
applied to this ichnospecies and thus has priority over the ichnospecies name 
eccaensis Stanistreet, le Blanc Smith & Cadle, 1980 (published in the binomen 
Siphonichnus eccaensis). The ichnospecies ophthalmoides in combination with the 
generic name Opthalmichnium has rarely been used after its introduction by Pfeiffer 
(1968) and its usage by Suhr (1989) and a mention in a synonymy list by Pemberton 
& Frey (1982) are the only occurrences known to the author, aside from an 
unpublished master’s thesis with a newly introduced ichnospecies (Pek, 1986). 
Consequently, the ichnospecies name ophthalmoides Jessen, 1950 should be used in 
preference to eccaensis Stanistreet, le Blanc Smith & Cadle, 1980. Siphonichnus is a 
widely used ichnogenus (Stanistreet et al., 1980; Raychaudhuri et al., 1992; 
MacEachern et al., 1992, 1999, 2005; Taylor & Gawthorpe, 1993; Keswani & 
Pemberton, 1993; Pemberton & MacEachern, 1995; Martin & Pollard, 1996; 
Zonneveld et al., 2001; Pemberton et al., 2004; MacEachern & Hobbs, 2004; McIlroy, 
2004, 2007; Gingras & Bann, 2006; Fielding et al., 2007; Coates & MacEachern, 2007; 
Dafoe & Pemberton, 2007; MacEachern & Gingras, 2007; Yang et al., 2007, 2008; 
MacEachern & Bann, 2008; Angulo & Buatois, 2010, 2012a, b; Knaust, 2010, 2014; 
Dashtgard, 2011; Buatois & Mangano, 2011; Ekdale et al., 2012) and should be 
granted precedence over Opthalmichnium in order to maintain ichnotaxonomic 
stability. In accordance with Article 23.9.3 of the Code, this matter is being brought 
to the attention of the Commission for a ruling. 

4. Siphonichnus ophthalmoides (and its synonyms) appears to be an important 
indicator of marginal-marine environments and marine transgressions. It has, 
therefore, received much attention for more than 80 years, first for recognising 
marine influence between paralic coal seams in coal mines of West Germany 
(Gothan, 1932; Jessen, 1950; Fiebig, 1956; Seilacher, 1963, 1964), England (Wood- 
land et al., 1957; Smith et al., 1967; Calver, 1968a, b; Pollard, 1988), Ireland (Eager, 
1964), South Africa (Stanistreet et al., 1980), and East Germany (Suhr, 1989), and 
later in connection with hydrocarbon exploration globally (e.g. Taylor & Gawthorpe, 
1993; Pemberton & MacEachern, 1995; Martin & Pollard, 1996; Gowland, 1996; 
Pemberton et al., 2004; Ekdale et al., 2012). Most of the reports and descriptions of 
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Siphonichnus ophthalmoides (and its synonyms) have been made from drilling cores, 
a fact that illustrates its economic importance. Needless to say, a robust ichno- 
taxonomy is required to recognise this important trace fossil and to use it for 
palaeoenvironmental and sedimentological reconstructions. 

5. The International Commission on Zoological Nomenclature is accordingly 

asked: 

(1) to use its plenary power to give the name Siphonichnus Stanistreet, le Blanc 
Smith & Cadle, 1980 precedence over the name Opthalmichnium Pfeiffer, 1968, 
whenever the two are considered to be synonyms; 

(2) to place on the Official List of Generic Names in Zoology the following names: 
(a) Siphonichnus Stanistreet, le Blanc Smith & Cadle, 1980, type species 

Siphonichnus eccaensis Stanistreet, le Blanc Smith & Cadle, 1980 by 
original designation, with the endorsement that it is to be given precedence 
over the name Opthalmichnium Pfeiffer, 1968, whenever the two are 
considered to be synonyms; 

(b) Opthalmichnium Pfeiffer, 1968, type species Planolites ophthalmoides Jes- 
sen, 1950 by original designation, with the endorsement that it is not to be 
given priority over the name Siphonichnus Stanistreet, le Blanc Smith & 
Cadle, 1980, whenever the two are considered to be synonyms; 

(3) to place on the Official List of Specific Names in Zoology the name ophthal- 
moides Jessen, 1950, as published in the binomen Planolites ophthalmoides, the 
type species of Opthalmichnium Pfeiffer, 1968. 
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